Organization and management theory has been a vibrant interdisciplinary endeavor for six decades, as societies have come to be increasingly enveloped by organizational processes. Organization theory promised to be the master key to unlock contemporary societies, and the study of organizations drew in scholars from psychology, sociology, political science, and professional disciplines such as management and strategy. In spite of this promise, some scholars, including me, have expressed skepticism about the direction that organization theory has taken, worrying that the field has not made the progress that it should.
In their article 'Celebrating organization theory' elsewhere in this issue, Mike Lounsbury and Christine Beckman take issue with this bleak assessment and make a vigorous case for the richness and diversity of recent work in the field. It is exciting to see a review of so many new developments in organization theory. I have written a dozen review chapters over the years, and I salute the craft that goes into these endeavors. Their argument is largely persuasive: after reading their essay, it is hard to doubt that outstanding scholarly work is being done in the world of organization and management theory.
In this article I summarize what Davis (2010) was trying to convey about theoretical progress in organization theory, distill Lounsbury and Beckman's implied alternative standards, and suggest a critique. If theoretical progress is assessed by the volume of articles published in a given year, then we are facing a tsunami of progress. On the other hand, if progress is judged by answering important questions about the world, then some skepticism is warranted. I conclude with three problem-driven research domains that could use more attention from organization theorists.
Is theory stagnating?
The article 'Do theories of organizations progress?' (Davis, 2010) was commissioned as part of an effort to assess whether theories in management (micro, macro, strategy, and human resource management) were making progress. A touchstone was Paul Meehl's classic 1978 article about the lack of theoretical progress in psychology. Meehl (1978: 807) wrote that 'in soft psychology theories rise and decline, come and go, more as a function of baffled boredom than anything else; and the enterprise shows a disturbing absence of the cumulative character that is so impressive in disciplines like astronomy, molecular biology, and genetics.' My task was to determine whether this was true of organization theory.
In between the 'cynical quips' and 'scanty evidence' in my paper was an argument about cumulative theoretical development. I stated 'The revolution in information and communication technologies over the past two decades has made comprehensive time-series data on millions of organizations widely available to scholars around the world. Yet it is not obvious that organization theory has become more precise, more general, or more accurate as a result' (Davis, 2010: 690) . Theory in astronomy improved after the development of the telescope (e.g., heliocentrism replaced geocentrism), and theory in biology improved after the microscope. As a field, organization theorists now have easy access to extensive information about public corporations, non-profits, hospitals, and government agencies that was costly and time-consuming to assemble previously. Scholars at many business schools can easily connect to the WRDS (Wharton Research Data Service) database and quickly download decades-long series on basic financial and performance data, social responsibility, corporate governance, and more. Orbis, the United National Development Program, and the World Bank provide extensive cross-national time series data on corporations and their institutional environments. Moreover, much of what organizations do internally is tracked through emails and other 'passive' records that could yield dynamic information about networks and workflows within companies. With all this information now readily available, we should be living in a golden age of new discovery and new theory enabled by more and better information. Yet we were still ritualistically citing a 30-year-old paper which claimed that organizations within fields all come to look the same over time (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983) , without having any clear sense of what 'field' or 'the same' meant.
My point was not that theory in itself is bad or useless. Lounsbury and Beckman are surely correct that piling up a bunch of facts and findings without an organizing device (e.g., a theory) leads to incoherence.
But what was puzzling was the lack of obvious theoretical progress. Our statistical methods had certainly gotten fancier, as a skim of any issue of ASQ will confirm, but I saw little sign that theory was cumulating. Had we used all this new data and statistical expertise to settle core questions of resource dependence and ecology, or resolve disputes between transaction costs and agency theory? Not obviously. If anything, it was becoming clear that basic concepts like organizational 'size,' 'age,' and 'performance' had limited construct validity. (Inter-correlations among sales, assets, employment, and market capitalization -typically taken as interchangeable measures of 'size' --have declined substantially over the years, suggesting that 'size' is not a singular construct.) 'Power' and 'legitimacy' were even worse off. If we can't agree on common metrics for basic constructs, it is hard to see how our knowledge of organizations can cumulate.
I suggested several underlying reasons for our lack of progress. We lacked experimental control but often failed to recognize the inferential hazards this creates. (There are well-articulated standards for quasi-experiments and well-known hazards of ignoring them, but these receive little attention from organizational scholars.) Organizations are human-designed tools rather than objects occurring in nature, so there was little reason to expect law-like statements to hold up across situations, any more than a 'theory of diesel trucks' was likely to produce enduring scientific truths. And Hume's problem of induction (the observation that there is no logical reason to expect that regularities observed in the past will necessarily hold in the future) meant that statistical relationships discovered in one era were prone to disappearing in the next era. I closed with some alternative standards for judging progress. One clear sign of progress is that important questions get answered, which is the aim of problem-driven research (cf. Davis and Marquis, 2005) .
In defense of organization theory
Lounsbury and Beckman responded that, contrary to my bleak account, organization and management theory is a vibrant, diverse, and growing community of scholars that is rich in new ideas and new theoretical directions. As a former representative-at-large and chair of the OMT division, I am delighted to see my friends, colleagues, and collaborators held out as exemplars. And as the co-author of a surprisingly expensive textbook on the topic, I am happy that my field is not a drought-stricken cornfield but a tropical rainforest. I have a stake in seeing progress here.
Lounsbury and Beckman describe five new domains of theory development that are not bounded by the six paradigms I originally highlighted (contingency theory, transaction cost economics, agency theory, resource dependence, population ecology, and new institutional theory). Where New Institutional Theory saw organizations coming to look more alike over time, the institutional logics perspective provides 'a much richer and fluid theoretical apparatus that focalizes cultural heterogeneity and practice variation.' People and organizations often face conflicting pressures, and therefore don't always end up looking the same. Categorization research finds that belonging to more than one category can lead to devaluation. For example, a combination Pizza Hut and Taco Bell can confuse prospective consumers (cf.
Das Racist, 2010), and Wall Streeters discovered in the early 1980s that diversified firms faced a conglomerate discount (LeBaron and Speidell, 1987) . Network theory argues that who you know matters, who you're seen with matters, and knowing people who don't know each other can yield varied benefits (Granovetter, 1985; Podolny, 1993; Burt, 1992) . Performance feedback theory drills down on central questions about aspiration levels and performance initially described in the behavioral theory of the firm (Cyert & March, 1963) . Finally, practice theories bring the agency/structure dialectic to bear on how strategy is done. In each case, Lounsbury and Beckman review a large number of studies contributing to each of these domains and argue that these studies belie a diagnosis of stagnation. keep the sun out of their eyes, but functionalism is now out of fashion.) At some point, a few bold innovators began wearing caps with the brim on the back, and within a few years many or most capwearers had adopted this new paradigm. Does this count as progress, or merely a shift in fashion?
Lounsbury and Beckman assert that there is 'scant evidence' for my claim that a handful of paradigms from the late 1970s still exercise a predominant influence. One sign of progress would be that we have discarded these worn-out theories in favor of the new approaches they review, and that authors no longer acknowledge an intellectual debt to these venerable paradigms. 1976 1977 1978 1979 1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 Annual citations to organization theory classics Richard Lewontin, a well-regarded evolutionary biologist, proposed different criteria for evaluating theory. In a review of a book applying Darwinian ideas to cultural change, Lewontin (2005) puzzled over the rationale offered for the wholesale import of biological theory to a quite different domain.
Evolutionary theory was valued by social scientists not because it gave an accurate account of human culture but because it was clear, simple, and generated further work.
'That a theoretical formulation is desirable because it makes it easier and more efficient to write more articles and books giving simple explanations for phenomena that are complex and diverse seems a strange justification for work that claims to be scientific. It confuses 'understanding' in the weak sense of making coherent and comprehensible statements about the real world with 'understanding' that means making correct statements about nature... We would be much more likely to reach a correct theory of cultural change if the attempt to understand the history of human institutions on the cheap, by making analogies with organic evolution, were abandoned.
What we need instead is the much more difficult effort to construct a theory of historical causation that flows directly from the phenomena to be explained.'
Actually answering questions about the world correctly should be at least as valuable as raising interesting new questions that prompt a lot of articles. A major challenge for organization theorists is that we need good taste in problems. Research questions derived internally from theory are not always worth answering, particularly when we are confronting pressing questions in the real world that OMT researchers have unique capacities to answer.
In the United States today, we face epochal challenges in social organization. Income and wealth inequality are at the highest levels in a century. Precarious financial institutions nearly collapsed the global economy, and now they have grown more concentrated than ever before. The number of public corporations has dropped by more than half in the past 15 years. Major employers go bankrupt (General Motors, Chrysler) or disappear entirely (Circuit City, Borders, Eastman Kodak, Blockbuster), to be replaced by pop-up businesses with the size and lifespan of a fruit fly.
It seems that business has taken seriously Karl Weick's advice to replace 'organization' with 'organizing,' creating rampant economic insecurity. As large employers have disappeared, pathways to economic mobility have become inscrutable. A tiny handful of teen entrepreneurs create clever app startups that allow them to retire before they reach drinking age, while their peers work multiple unpaid internships and part-time jobs to pay off their mountainous student loans, or postpone the inevitable with three fruitless years in law school. Their parents find that the free-agent employment system that replaced the corporate career ladder has left them with an empty pension savings account and bleak prospects for retirement.
Major institutions of the twentieth century economy are collapsing around us, and we have no clear idea or plan for what will replace them. Is this the best time to be studying Hollywood films, fancy restaurants, and game shows, or introducing a new lexicon to talk about things we already knew?
What I have argued previously is that problem-driven research is likely to be more fruitful than theorydriven research (Davis and Marquis, 2005) . If judged by the volume of articles produced, then theorydriven research has been a big success. If judged by the volume of questions definitively answered, however, I am less sanguine. After thirty years, we still don't know if organizations are becoming more similar over time. i I don't think I am going out on a limb in saying that we won't be resolving the agency/structure dialectic any time soon either.
An alternative to organizing research around theories and the questions they raise is to organize it around problems. That is, rather than starting from 'I'm interested in institutional logics and how status and networks are influenced by conflicting logics' (or whatever), one would start with phenomena in the world that are worth explaining, e.g., 'What accounts for increasing income inequality around the world, how do countries vary in their trajectories of inequality, and how might this be linked to organizational practices?' A series of research studies on this topic would not be data-driven exercises that fail to cumulate, as Lounsbury and Beckman fear; rather, scholars examining this topic would most likely make real progress, as part of a research community focused on a common overarching question.
There is, clearly, no shortage of problems that face society, and to whose solution organizational scholars might contribute. Here are three pressing questions that are appropriate topics for OMT researchers. Answering them should both create conversations and yield cumulative insights, whether or not they advance theory.
Where do jobs come from today? First, around the world, including in Europe and North America, unemployment and under-employment are very high. Joblessness seems to be structural rather than cyclical, and there is little sign that governments have figured out policies to address it effectively, other than vaguely alluding to entrepreneurship. What organizational structures might generate greater growth in employment? How do ownership, organizational form, management practice, and job design interact to produce jobs? What public policies and institutions support employment-generating organizations?
To my knowledge, there is almost no research among organization and management theorists on the creation of employment (although there were a handful of studies about downsizing, its obverse, in the 1990s). Yet it is a topic clearly suited to the conceptual and methodological tools of OMT. Transaction cost economics proposes that stable attachments between workers and firms (i.e., 'jobs') should be found where workers invest in firm-specific human assets. We can imagine technological, educational, and legal factors that might promote or inhibit investment in firm-specific (vs. general) human assets.
We might expect that the structural power of labor would influence job stability, and that resource dependence would suggest factors that increase employment-promoting labor power (as well as actions that firms might take to limit it). Institutional theory would note potential sources of policies and practices favoring employment growth and decline, such as the spread of professional human resource offices, or broader ecologies of organization types that promote stable employment (e.g., mutuals and co-ops). Agency theory points to the importance of ownership structure in corporate decision making;
for instance, family-owned businesses might be more prone to maintaining long-term employment than listed companies because their decision makers are more willing to trade off the warm glow of being a good employer for more pecuniary considerations. Ecologists might examine the vital rates of organizations employing more or fewer people as a source of aggregate employment growth and decline. There are any number of mechanisms that OMT scholars could draw on to unpack the factors that add up to (un)employment in the broader economy, and these might help provide the basis for employment-promoting policy.
One reason why employment growth may have received little attention is that available data were limited. In the US, whereas financial data are disclosed in great detail on a regular basis, employment data are surprisingly minimal: public companies reveal their total employment once per year in their annual report. Firms historically broke this out by US-based employment and global employment, but even this convention has broken down in recent years, making it difficult to track the geographic growth and decline of employment in any detail. On the other hand, Census data at the establishment level have been made increasingly accessible, which should allow analysts a more fine-grained view of where, exactly, jobs come from. As with job growth, supply chains can be studied using the tools of OMT, although new tools will have to be developed for a 'web page ontology.' Network analysis provides one set of tools and concepts for thinking about supply chains. It is also possible to imagine interventions that would enhance the wellbeing of employees and consumers of supply chains, e.g., creating mechanisms of transparency using IT or encouraging 'race to the top' competitions among countries of origin (Davis, 2013 Here again, OMT offers tools to help understand and perhaps shape how this coming change will happen. The music industry was blindsided by Napster and the digital revolution, and the publishing industry is still experiencing the shakeout precipitated by the Web. The analogous revolution in manufacturing is still at a very early stage, and prior history suggests that its direction is not foreordained. Organizational scholars have the ability to seek out, compile, and publicize experiments in new organizational forms. Rather than waiting 20 years to give a post-mortem and explain why things went wrong, we might intervene prospectively to enhance the prospects for democratic alternatives to emerge. Consider here the example of Richard Stallman, who pioneered the free software movement in the early days of the PC and arguably changed the course of industry development.
These are decidedly problem-driven topic areas. The results of a sustained set of studies aimed at these questions may not generate new theory, or yield deep insights into the interpenetration of societal institutions through conflicting logics. I for one am willing to take that chance.
Notes
i Lounsbury and Beckman state that one should not make sweeping claims about an entire paradigm based on a single article. But my claim is a perfect case for Popperian falsification: 'After almost three decades during which NIT has come to be the dominant theory of organizations, and DiMaggio and Powell (1983) has become the most widely-cited paper in the field of sociology, I would be hard pressed to point to a single study that has ever tested any of its field-level hypotheses as they are stated in the theory.' One single 'black swan' is sufficient to prove my claim wrong.
